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Planning City Entryways:
Highway Corridors in Raleigh
Marion F. Clark
This article describes the planning and design pro-
cess used by the City of Raleigh to create and
implement a plan to enhance the visual and natural
resources of one of the city's entryways. The plan
blends land use, transportation, and visual resource
recommendations in order to clear up strip develop-
ment, expand the industrial land use base, and improve
transportation along the corridor.
During the past twenty years, the City of Raleigh
has experienced a continuous stream ofdemographic
and economic growth. This growth is partially attribut-
able to the close proximity of the Research Triangle
Park, which provides an abundant source of industrial
and governmental research employment opportuni-
ties. These service sector employment opportunities
attract residents who are interested in the amenities
offered by municipalities in the region. The City of
Raleigh, with plentiful natural and cultural resources,
has absorbed much of the growth brought by the
Research Triangle Park. As a result, a sleepy southern
city centered predominantly on state government has
been transformed into a thriving municipality faced
with new environmental, economic, and infrastructure
concerns. The city leaders and citizenry have been
dedicated to accommodating growth while retaining
the charm ofthe southern cultural and natural heritage.
In 1989, the Raleigh City Council responded to a
groundswell of public dismay at the visual and func-
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tional condition of the highway corridors around the
city. They directed the planning staff to undertake a
study ofthe major corridors ofthe city. The goal ofthe
study was to determine the best possible way to
integrate efficient transportation, effective land use,
and valuable visual and natural resources into corridors
capable of projecting a positive image of the city as a
pleasant place to live and work.
The five highway corridors selected for study were
U.S. 70 W, U.S. 401 N, U.S. 401 S, U.S. 1 N, and U.S.
64 E. The first corridor addressed in full was U. S. 64
E, which served as a prototype for the other corridor
studies. The U.S. 64 E study produced an inventory of
existingconditions, a recommended plan fortranspor-
tation, land use, and visual resources, recommenda-
tions for implementation ofthe plans, and new legisla-
tion. This was the first plan conducted in the city that
included a visual resource element.
The charge from the City Council for U.S. 64 E was
to clean up strip development, promote higher density
housing, and broaden the industrial land base while
increasingcapacityandprovidingcontrolled access in
the transportation system. The four mile long project is
located just outside the central core of Raleigh and is
bounded on the east and west by two Interstate
freeways which circumscribe the city. The visual
resource reconnaissance and recommendations are
limited to 3000 feet on both sides ofthe highway.
The Design Process
Visual Resource Inventory
The design process began with an inventory and
analysisofexistingconditions. The inventory included
a topographic, slope, and wetland analysis to determine
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thevisualqualitiesandrestrictionsoftheexistingland
forms. The western end ofthe corridor at the intersec-
tion of1-440 begins in wetlands and is low in elevation.
The rolling Piedmont hills give rise to a ridge, dominant
at the halfway point of the corridor and subsiding
gradually into the Neuse River near the eastern edge
ofthe project. Wetlands abound adjacent to the Neuse
River, on the southeast section of the corridor study
area.
A vegetation inventory and analysis was developed
to determine vegetative patterns and the relative eco-
nomic value of existing vegetation. Stands of trees
were classified and valued by chronological occur-
rence in successional order. For instance, the 25 to 50
year old pine growths are considered less valuable than
a stand of mature bottomland hardwoods which may
be over one hundred years old. Specimen trees of
unusual size or species were also indicated. Clusters of
mature hardwoods emerged as a pattern along the
length ofthe corridor on both sides. These small groups
of trees, typically oaks or pecans, were planted by
farmers in the previous century to protect farmsteads
from the heat of the summer and the northerly winds
of winter.
Another inventory item was the figure ground rela-
tionship, or the solids and voids ofthe space surround-
ing the highway. This revealed the location, density,
and pattern ofdevelopment, open space and vistas, and
major tree stands. The western halfofthe corridor has
the distinct character of commercial strip develop-
ment. Small buildings surrounded by parking lots and
massive parking lots framing shoppingcenters speckle
the landscape. A required building setback of 50 feet
drives this development form by causing developers to
push buildings away from the road and place parking
lots visible to patrons in front ofthe development. The
spatial edge ofthe highway created by the original tree
line has been moved back 300 ^eet and replaced with
the shredded spaces of strip development. The east-
ern half of the corridor is largely undeveloped and
heavily wooded.
The last inventory item to be mapped was the
circulation system. Greenways, bikeways, highway
median cuts, and driveway aprons were recorded. The
number and frequency ofdriveways was much greater
on the south side ofthe corridor. This corresponded to
the smaller buildings and greater fragmentation of
spaces seen in the figure ground analysis. Conve-
nience stores, gas stations, and auto repair shops were
the dominant land uses on the south side, located forthe
convenience ofhomeward bound shoppers. The north
side of the corridor was developed with larger retail
and commercial uses such as shopping plazas.
Visual Resource Plan Design Recommendations
The findings from the visual resource inventory
were synthesized with the recommendations for the
land use and transportation plans to design the visual
resource component ofthe corridor plan. The land use
component made recommendations to retain industrial
zon ing and create high density residential development
abutting the highway next to the Neuse River. The
transportation plan, in an effort to separate high speed
through traffic from localized traffic, proposed a sys-
tem ofparallel collectors. These collectors are smaller
service roads, placed not between the highway and
development, but behind the first layer ofdevelopment.
Recommendations were made to install traffic signals
in major intersections and to restrict driveways and
entrances along the corridor. The specific visual
resource plan recommendations are listed below.
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Viewsheds to be protected in the corridor
1. Median plant-
ings: To provide a
unified street-
scape and accent
the status of the
corridor as a ma-
jor entryway into
Raleigh, the me-
dian should be
planted with a con-
tinuous planting
design.
2. Focal points:
Two small slivers
of undevelopable
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land were identified witiiin tiie existing right-of-way
on tiie north side ofthe corridor as possible sites for
public art, special architectural treatment, or plant-
ing.
3
.
High points and good views: High points ofdevelop-
able land were identified as good potential sites for
intense development. These sites have strong vis-
ibility from the corridor and should showcase high
quality residential orcommercial development. Good
views and vistas to be preserved were also identi-
fied along the corridor.
4. Tree preservation: The clusters of mature hard-
woods identified should be preserved as homage to
the homesteads they once protected. Although
Raleigh does not yet have the state enabi ing legisla-
tion to require tree preservation, incentives should
be created to encourage preservation of the valu-
able trees.
5. Neuse River Development: Obscured views to the
Neuse River should be opened up to display the
natural beauty of the area. Wetlands on the south
side of the corridor adjacent to the river should be
preserved. A river walk should be designed on the
north side of the highway for the enjoyment and
recreation of residents and visitors.
6. Special Street Yards: Two new special types of
street yards were designed for the streetscape plan.
Street yards are
were exempted from the application of street yards
in order to open the space for a more dynamic spatial
experience and to provide greater visibility for the
most economically viable properties.
The first of the two new types of street yards is the
buffer street yard which was placed on residential ly
and industrially zoned property. This street yard was
designed to create a parkway feeling on the corridor
side and an effective buffer for the residential and
industrial uses by screening out the deleterious effects
of high volume traffic with plants. Parking should be
located between the roadway and structure, but should
be screened from the road. This street yard uses a
varied plant material palette including shade, under-
story, and evergreen trees and shrubs to create a dense
buffer.
The connective street yard is designed to be placed
with retail and commercial development. This street
yard should act to connect the spaces between the
buildings along the corridor with plant materials and
provide a better definition of the corridor edge. The
cumulative impact of this street yard should guide
traffic to safer turning movements at the intersections
and focus attention for the traveler more clearly on
individual developments. Building setbacks are re-
laxed with this street yard to encourage developers to
move the buildings closer to the street edge, face the
parallel collectors and to enable developers to use the
property more efficiently. Parking should be located
between the building and the parallel collector.
areas on private
property which
contain plantings
oftrees and shrubs
and restrict struc-
tures or parking
through zoning re-
strictions. The
new street yards
were designed to
support and
complement the
land use and trans-
portation recom-
mendations ofthe
corridor plan and
to provide a strong
visual and spatial
edge to the corri-
dor. Intersections
with traffic signals
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Sample elevation and section oj a buffer streetyard.
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Implementation Strategies
Throughout the design process, public forums were
held on a regular basis with residents, business owners,
and property owners to garner ideas and support for
the project. As a result, the approval process was
expeditious with few confl icts. At tlie time ofapproval,
the City Council directed the planning staff to make
recommendations for methods of implementation. The
staff then organized a seven member task force to
investigate possible methods and to refme the pro-
posed street yard concepts. The task force ofAppear-
ance Commission members, local landscape archi-
tects, business community members, neighborhood
and developers" representatives, and staff from the
city attorney's office recommended the following plan
to the City Council for implementation.
Step I: Adoption of the corridor study as a
small area plan within the Comprehensive Plan.
The C ity Counci I has authority to accept or deny site
plans for lack ofconformity with the Comprehensive
Plan. If the corridor study were incorporated into the
Comprehensive Plan, the City Council could deny
approval to a site plan that did not provide the recom-
mended street yards. This step would not be sufficient
to ensure implementation of the corridor plan, how-
ever. Some ofthe property along the corridor is zoned
Industrial- 1 , which does not require City Council ap-
proval except for retail and hotel land uses. Instead,
this zoning district is approved administratively and
requires only staff approval if the site plan is in
compliance with the zoning code. For these plans,
implementation ofthe corridor standards would not be
assured.
Step 2: Incorporate corridor development
standards into a new zoning district.
Inordertoclosethis loopholeand insure full imple-
mentation ofthe corridor plan, a new zoning district is
recommended. This should be an overlay district which
would retain the integrity and land use allowances of
the underlying zoning districts while establishing the
requirements for the corridor plan. This could also
provide a vehicle to include the new building setback
distances. The overlay district should be incorporated
into the zoning code to assure that the site plans which
fall under administrative approval comply with the
streetscape plan.
The task force also made several ancillary recom-
mendations. It was noted that it is important to allow
flexibility to any standards applicable to a variety of
sites. In order to allow properties with unusual circum-
stances to meet the spirit of the code and still be in
compliance, an alternate metnod ofcompliance provi-
sion should be allowed. Secondly, the tree preservation
incentives embodied in the current zoningcode should
be referenced and used in the new zoning district.
Project Update
The Raleigh City Council adopted the U.S. 64 E
Corridor Plan into the Comprehensive Plan in April
1 99 1
.
Following that action, the seven member task
force continued to meet for one year to develop the
specific width and planting requirements of the two
new street yards. The task force recommended the
new street yards to the City Council as two separate
Special Highway Overlay Districts (SHOD). The City
of Raleigh had formerly applied two SHOD street
yards in an effort to preserve the green belt surround-
ing the interstate expressways. The two new street
yards became SHOD 3 (buffer street yard) and
SHOD 4 (connective street yard) and were incorpo-
rated into the zoningcode in 1992.
The property recommended by the Visual Resource
Component of the U. S. 64 E Corridor Plan was
successfully rezoned as SH0D3 and SH0D4 in 1994.
During the planning process, several site plans were
submitted for approvals on the rapidly growing corri-
dor. Although the new standards were not codified, the
site plans were approved and development was imple-
mented with the streetscape plan proposals. A master
plan is now in the planning process for a large undevel-
oped portion of the corridor. This master plan is
consistent with the objectives ofthe U.S. 64 E Corridor
Plan. It includes preservation of the extensive wet-
lands next to the Neuse River, development of a high
density residential tract, and retention ofa major tract
of industrial land.
The U.S. 401 N Corridor Plan has also been com-
pleted and was rezoned at the same time as the U.S.
64 E Plan. These plans prompted the Appearance
Commission to begin work on finding ways to codify
the remaining existing enabling legislation for tree
conservation through special Resource Management
Districts. Followingthat, the Appearance Commission
plans to seek new enabling legislation that would
provide a means to require tree preservation.
The U.S. 64 E Corridor Plan seeks to blend the past,
present, and future together in a way that is mutually
beneficial to development interests and the environ-
ment. It emphasizes preservation ofthe unique visual
and natural aspects of the corridor and challenges
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Development along US. 64E which was implemented using the streetscape plan proposals.
future generations to uphold this ideal during times of
growth and development, cp
